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One of the reasons attributed to the continuous decline in student performance and low educational outcomes in public 
schools is the poor leadership displayed by many principals. Despite the fact that there are no stringent criteria for the 
appointment of school principals or prerequisite qualifications, principals do have the potential to lead and manage efficient 
and successful schools. In this paper, I argue that principals can develop exemplary leadership practices when subjected to 
sound training and professional development programmes. The Department of Education and Higher Education institutions 
have emphasised the importance of formal qualifications for enhancing career development programmes for practicing and 
aspiring principals in South Africa. Using questionnaires, I explore the perceptions of teachers and school management team 
(SMT) members of the leadership qualities exhibited by principals who acquired the professional qualification referred to as 
the Advanced Certificate in Education: School Leadership and Management (ACESLM). Findings revealed that leadership 
development for principals is crucial for school improvement because of active teaching and learning. Leadership capacity 
requires principals to participate with relevant stakeholders skilfully, and where there is high leadership capacity, 
instructional leadership develops into sound leadership practices. 
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Introduction and Background to the Problem 
Several research studies accentuate the importance of principals taking on strong leadership roles in creating 
efficient and successful schools (Gunter, 2001:33). Principals usually perform three interchangeable functions at 
school level. As managers, they focus on managing and controlling human, physical, and financial resources. As 
leaders, they drive the vision of the institution and focus on organisational development and school 
improvement, while as administrators, they deal with day-to-day operational matters, and continuously shift 
between leadership and management functions (Kowalski, 2010:23). Moreover, the principal’s role is one that is 
in a constant state of transition, moving from being an instructional leader (Abdullah & Kassim, 2011; 
DeMatthews, 2014; Mestry, 2017) to that of a transactional leader, who at times embraces the notion of a 
transformational leader (Balyer, 2012; Fullan, 1991, cited in Wondimu, 2014; Tingle, Corrales & Peters, 2019). 
Evans and Mohr (1999) asked a pertinent question, “Can principals’ professional development truly improve 
practice?” Principals in the 21st century execute multi-faceted roles, their responsibilities are more demanding 
and challenging, at times complicated, overloaded and unclear according to Bush (2013); Mahlangu (2014); 
Mestry (2017) and Tucker and Codding (2002). These authors allude to a principal’s day usually being filled 
with diverse managerial activities, such as scheduling, reporting, handling relations with parents and 
community, as well as dealing with unexpected multiple student and teacher crises and conflict. Additionally, 
Grant, Gardner, Kajee, Moodley and Somaroo (2010) claim that building a culture of accountability, mutual 
trust and respect among school leaders and staff is another mammoth task for school leaders. These authors 
therefore argue that the ultimate challenge for principals in the twenty-first century is not deciding whether to 
perform administrative duties, provide exemplary leadership, manage diverse staff, students and the school’s 
curriculum, but rather for them to acquire the essential acuity and time to execute all of the above duties and 
functions optimally, and often, all at the same time. Good principals create successful schools, according to 
Kelley and Peterson (2007:355) and the Wallace Foundation (2008), by critically examining innovative ways to 
improve their schools by aiming to provide exemplary leadership. Shipman, Queen and Peel (2007:41) agree 
that effective school leaders understand their ultimate goal, which is to provide students and teachers with 
continuous learning opportunities. DeMatthews (2014) claims that principals become effective instructional 
leaders when they critically analyse existing curricula and the implications thereof for teachers’ teaching 
strategies and student outcomes. Naidoo and Petersen (2015) argue that principals only become effective 
instructional leaders when they engage teachers with more culturally relevant teaching strategies and practices 
that result in improved student outcomes. Finally, most education scholars believe that principals are 
responsible for setting the tone of the school, by providing effective instructional leadership and ensuring the 
professional management of schools. These are however, fundamentally different jobs requiring different 
leadership practices, skills, and functions, according to Booth, Segon and O’ Shannassy (2010), Chubb (2014) 
and Tingle et al. (2019). 
With the advent of the South African Schools Act (Republic of South Africa, 1996), decision-making has 
been decentralised to the level of individual schools. Governing bodies have legitimate powers to regulate the 
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administration of schools, while principals remain 
accountable for the professional management of the 
institution. Thus, according to Caldwell and Spinks 
(1992:4), self-managing schools would have placed 
more authority, accountability, and responsibility 
on principals to make decisions within a framework 
of goals, policies, and standards. It is expected that 
principals achieve sound educational outcomes and 
high student performances. However, in a South 
African context, some principals are not 
sufficiently ready for the principalship position, 
since they “are not appropriately skilled and trained 
for school management and leadership” (Mathibe, 
2007:523). 
Two crucial issues come to the fore. Firstly, 
there are no stringent criteria for the appointment 
of principals, except that the applicant should hold 
a teachers’ diploma or degree, and have at least 
seven years teaching experience (Gauteng 
Department of Education, 2012). Secondly, there is 
no prerequisite professional qualification for 
aspiring teachers to take up principalship posts 
(Caldwell, Calnin & Cahill, 2003). 
In South Africa, there is currently no 
overarching principal preparation or certification 
programme. In 2012, the Minister of Basic 
Education, Angie Motshega, recognised the need to 
review the policy on the appointment of principals 
in public schools (Mkhwanazi, 2012:4). The 
Minister proposed that applicants undergo 
competency tests before appointment into prin-
cipalship positions. Competency tests, in her 
opinion, would strengthen the accountability of 
principals and ensure that only suitable candidates 
with appropriate skills to lead schools are hired 
(Prospective principals may have to take 
competency tests, 2011:2). However, teacher 
unions vehemently opposed this scheme, causing 
the Minister to defer the proposal. The importance 
of specific and specialised training and 
development for school principals has become the 
focus, according to Bush (2008). 
Vigorous efforts to provide professional 
development programmes for practicing and 
aspiring principals are given high priority by the 
Department of Education (DoE). This particular 
need has been part of robust debates among 
educational leaders for the past decade (Van der 
Westhuizen & Van Vuuren, 2007). The importance 
of principals and other school managers, having the 
necessary leadership and management skills to 
manage schools effectively, was emphasised by the 
National Department of Education’s Task Team 
(1996:16). The findings of the Task Team gave 
prominence to principals being equipped with the 
necessary skills and expertise to manage people, 
finances, and physical resources effectively, and to 
lead change and support the process of 
transformation. Initially, the DoE (2008) instituted 
the Advanced Certificate in Education (School 
Leadership and Management) (ACESLM) to 
improve the leadership and management skills and 
knowledge of school managers. More recently, the 
DoE attempted to raise the professional standards 
and competencies of school principals by formulat-
ing the South African National Professional Quali-
fication for Principalship (SANPQP) (DoE, 2016). 
This policy identifies many fundamental principles 
that ought to inform a national professional qualifi-
cation for existing and aspiring principals. Using 
the SANPQP to raise standards for the appointment 
of suitable principals, the DoE has reviewed its 
decision to make the ACESLM the entry-level 
qualification for aspiring principals. After that, the 
DoE is embarking on introducing the Advanced 
Diploma in Education: School Leadership and 
Management (ADESLM) as an entry level 
qualification for prospective principals. This matter 
is still under review among various stakeholders in 
education, and not yet legislated. However, many 
proactive institutions of higher learning in the 
country are preparing to implement this new 
qualification after the Higher Education 
Qualifications Committee (HEQC) has approved 
the qualification. 
In this paper, I focus on how principals and 
other school managers benefitted from completing 
the ACESLM programme at tertiary institutions 
from the perceptions of deputy principals, heads of 
departments and post-Level One teachers of the 
leadership practices displayed by their principals 
who had completed the ACESLM course. This 
programme is designed from a South African 
leadership perspective, and focuses on module 
instruction in leadership and management, with 
emphasis on pedagogy; learning; finance; human 
resources; educational law; and educational policy. 
One of the goals of the course was to provide 
principals and other school managers with a sound 
knowledge base and rigorous intellectual ex-
perience that would equip them to harness the 
human and other resources necessary to ensure 
highly effective educational institutions. This 
course enabled principals to develop insight into 
aspects that deal with school improvement, 
assessing school needs, shaping the strategic 
direction of the school, improving quality teaching 
and learning, implementing legislation and policy 
issues related to school education, empowering 
staff, and actively engaging themselves in the 
development of the school. 
As a former principal, and having engaged 
within a network of many ACESLM graduates, the 
author agrees the ACESLM programme has indeed 
made a positive impact on principals’ leadership 
and management practices. Bush, Duku, Glover, 
Kiggundu, Kola, Msila, Moorosi, Legong, 
Madimetja, Makatu, Maluleke and Stander (2012) 
and Msila (2010) argue that many school managers 
who completed the ACESLM qualification have 
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made tangible improvements to their schools and 
they are leading efficient and successful schools. It 
is the intention of this study to corroborate the 
validity of this assertion through empirical 
research, conducted with respondents other than the 
ACESLM graduates. The research question that led 
this investigation is: What are the perceptions of 
teaching staff members (deputy principals, heads of 
department and post level-one teachers) of the 
leadership practices exhibited by the principals 
who completed the ACESLM course? 
The following sub-questions further augment 
this: 
• What is the nature and essence of continuing 
professional development? 
• What international standards of principalship inform 
this study? 
• How can practicing and aspiring school principals 
strengthen their leadership practices through formal 
professional development programmes such as the 
ACESLM? 
 
The Rationale for This Study 
The general aim of this research study was to 
determine the perceptions of deputy principals, 
heads of department, and post-Level One teachers 
of the leadership practices displayed by their 
principals who had completed the ACESLM 
course. As the ACESLM is largely practiced-based, 
the researcher’s intention was to ascertain how 
much of the course learning was internalised, made 
meaning of, and discernable in practice. Hence the 
researcher chose respondents who worked at the 
same schools as principals, since they were best 
placed to respond to the items on the questionnaire. 
The first objective of this study was to explain 
the nature and essence of continuing professional 
development within international standards. The 
second objective was to provide recommendations 
on how principals and other school managers can 
strengthen their leadership practices through formal 
development programmes. 
 
Continuing Professional Development for Principals 
According to Mathibe (2007), Mestry and Singh 
(2007) and Prew (2007), principals face the daily 
task of creating conducive learning environments 
in their schools. Support and intervention 
programmes to empower principals to lead and 
manage schools effectively are of paramount 
importance. Mestry and Singh (2007) assert that 
principals be provided with the necessary 
knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes to enable 
them to cope with a dynamic and ever-changing 
educational environment. Earley and Bubb 
(2004:1–2) recognised this, and highlight that the 
training and development of principals should 
incorporate the fundamental differences between 
instructional leadership and managing schools into 
leadership development programmes, as delegated 
powers enable schools to become self-managing 
and increasingly autonomous. They concur with 
Fullan’s (1997) techniques of inquiry, and consider 
leadership development programmes as a mutual 
and interactive investment in growth and 
development for all parties concerned. The three 
most important dimensions of leadership de-
velopment and overall school improvement are the 
ability to reflect, inquire and facilitate dialogue 
among all stakeholders. Principals draw from 
effective school leadership practices in order to 
address essential questions concerning problems of 
practice relating to management issues, and 
teachers’ teaching and students’ learning. There-
fore, leadership development programmes ought to 
be structured to address significant issues related to 
principal and teacher effectiveness and student 
learning, thereby improving the school and the 
district’s goal for overall school improvement and 
student learning (Moorman, 1997). 
For maximum benefit, leadership 
development programmes need to be undertaken 
from an organisational perspective because linking 
leadership development programmes to educational 
leadership give rise to two forms of socialisation 
(Crow, 2003:2). The first form is the learning of a 
new professional role. The second is the 
performance of this role within new organisational 
situations. Crow (2003) proposes that the two 
forms of socialisation are interconnected, as 
preparing for a new role in a new context should 
share equal importance for maximum value. 
Therefore, the individual’s development and the 
achievement of organisational goals should be 
synchronised (Heystek, 2007:491–494; Mestry & 
Grobler, 2002:21). Marczely (1996) argues that 
principals play an additional role – that of a 
primary staff developer, since they have the 
greatest direct control over the teaching and 
learning environment and student achievement in 
schools. Principals create the context in which 
professional development is either encouraged or 
suppressed according to Marczely (1996). 
Several researchers (Barrett & Breyer, 2014; 
Tingle et al., 2019) claim that school principals 
play the roles of curators and custodians of their 
school’s vision, mission and values, as they provide 
the inspiration to achieve the school’s vision and 
mission by directing people towards that chosen 
destination. As a result, they are required to 
demonstrate certain leadership qualities to achieve 
and maintain quality schools in complex 
environments. Such complex situations also imply 
that school leaders should be equipped with “multi-
faceted skills” (Vick, 2004:11–13), which are pre-
requisites for successful leadership. The “How 
Leadership Influences Learning” report by the 
Wallace Foundation (2008:1) makes the point that 
there “are virtually no documented instances of 
troubled schools being turned without intervention 
by a powerful leader. Many other factors may 
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contribute to such turnarounds, but leadership is the 
catalyst.” 
Schools only become effective when 
professional learning communities that focus on 
student performance emerge, resulting in changes 
in leadership and teaching practices. Any school 
that is trying to improve has to consider pro-
fessional development for principals as a 
cornerstone strategy (Fullan, 2003:5) because 
principals play a central role in orchestrating school 
reform and improvement, according to Kelley and 
Peterson (2007:351). The reform and improvement 
is only possible through appropriate leadership 
development programmes that enable principals to 
initiate, implement, and sustain high-value schools 
that provide quality education. This important role 
compels leadership development to include 
relevant superior training to enable principals to 
serve strategic functions in organisational 
leadership, and to engage robustly with all 
stakeholders so that schools become centres of 
meaningful learning. 
The broader literature indicates that 
leadership embraces three relevant variables 
(Ivancevich & Matteson, 2002), namely: the people 
that lead; the task at hand; and the environment in 
which the people and their responsibilities co-exist. 
These variables present differently in different 
situations, while the expectations and requirements 
from leaders differ significantly from situation to 
situation. As a result, the challenges facing 
leadership become vast and complicated. Only 
leaders with established value systems reflecting 
integrity, fairness, justness, and respect (Ivancevich 
& Matteson, 2002:425) can cope with challenging 
and incongruent situations. 
Bush (2003:170) notes that a robust moral 
leadership based on, “values, beliefs and ethics” is 
necessary when examining leadership. Covey 
(2004:98) claims that leadership is “communicating 
to people their worth and potential so clearly, so 
powerfully and so consistently that they come to 
see it in themselves.” Covey (2004:217) also 
mentions, the creation of an environment that 
makes “people want to do, rather than have to do,” 
is only possible when leadership in an organisation 
gives “purpose and value to the people they work 
with and lead.” Therefore, leadership in any 
institution/organisation ought to be grounded in a 
firm personal and professional values system, 
within an environment that encourages active 
participation of all within the organisation. Fullan 
(2003) makes the argument that leadership is only 
efficient when it provides a sustainable direction 
for any organisation, and leaders cannot be leaders 
if they have no followers (Lambert, 2003; Mills, 
2005). Effective leaders have the ability to analyse 
situations professionally and skilfully, and to 
search for ways to make their organisations grow. 
Having sound character traits, while showing 
attributes such as leadership competency and 
honesty when executing responsibilities is 
indicative of dynamic leadership. Accordingly, 
leaders need to embrace the factors of leadership 
that entail being a follower, a leader, and a 
communicator in any situation that may arise. An 
effective leader is one who is proficient, 
encourages teamwork, and team spirit, and ar-
ticulates a clear, concise vision of the organisation 
to his followers by providing direction that is 
supported by sound and timely decisions taken for 
the sole purpose of improving the institution. 
 
A Global View of School Leadership Development 
Many countries, such as Singapore, England, 
Scotland, New Zealand, Sweden and the United 
States of America (Bush, 2010:266) require 
principals to have acquired a formal qualification in 
school administration and or leadership. I briefly 
describe the professional development or 
prerequisites for principalship of the following 
countries. 
In Singapore, aspiring principals are required 
to obtain their Diploma in Educational 
Administration (DEA), before appointment as 
principals. The programme is full-time for one 
year, and the Education Ministry selects the 
participants. England launched the National 
Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) in 
1997 to address the professional development 
needs of aspiring and practicing principals (Bolam, 
2003:81, Caldwell et al., 2003:111, Ribbins, 2003: 
174). The focus was on an accredited training 
programme, which suits the needs of the modern 
principal, and it is firmly rooted in school 
improvement. The Standard for Headship in 
Scotland served as a valuable tool in constructing a 
qualification for all candidates who aspired to 
become principals (Reeves, Forde, Morris & 
Turner, 2003:57). The Scottish Qualification for 
Headship (SQH), a practice-based programme, was 
developed, requiring candidates to consider their 
professional values, their performance of the 
functions of school management, and the abilities 
they need to carry out all management and 
leadership functions effectively. The model used 
for leadership development in New Zealand 
comprises a different structure compared to other 
countries, where an estimated 180 first-time 
principals are hired into new principal positions 
each year. In 2001, the Ministry of Education of 
New Zealand introduced a three-phase induction 
programme for all principals (Martin & Robertson, 
2003:2–3). In Sweden, the local board of education 
selects head teachers (school principals) after they 
have gone through a rigorous recruitment 
programme (Caldwell et al., 2003:126). The 
recruitment programme identifies qualities that are 
suitable for head teachers. 
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By implication, leadership development 
programmes, internationally, serve as prerequisites 
for the appointment to the post of a school 
principal, and this is unfortunately not the case in 
South Africa. 
 
Research Methodology and Design 
This study formed part of a larger research 
investigation in which the researcher used a mixed 
method sequential, exploratory approach. Phase 
One dealt with the collection of qualitative data 
from ACESLM graduates, followed by Phase Two, 
where quantitative data was collected from 
teachers, heads of department and deputy 
principals, who worked in the same schools as the 
graduates. The researcher was able to mix 
qualitative and quantitative research methods, 
procedures and paradigm characteristics meaning-
fully in addressing the research questions (Johnson 
& Christensen, 2004). Hence, the analysis of the 
qualitative investigation and literature review led to 
the development of a questionnaire, administered in 
the quantitative study. In this paper, the researcher 
discusses only the quantitative phase of the 
research. 
According to Maree and Pietersen (2007), 
quantitative research strives for objectivity in the 
manner that numerical data from a population is 
used to generalise the findings to the phenomena 
under study. The population of this study 
comprises one of the universities located in the 
Gauteng Province that implemented the ACESLM 
since 2004, where over 1,000 students had 
graduated from this programme. 
The researcher used stratified random 
sampling to identify and select 600 respondents 
(consisting of deputy principals, heads of 
department and post level-one teachers) at the 120 
selected schools where ACESLM graduates were 
principals. They were naturally appropriate for this 
investigation. A questionnaire was administered to 
determine the perceptions of respondents of the 
leadership practices of their school principals who 
had completed the ACESLM qualification. Only 
SMT members and teachers who had two or more 
years working experience with their principals 
were chosen to participate in this study. 
The questionnaire consisted of three sections. 
Section A comprised nine items that required 
biographical data of the respondents. Section B 
consisted of 20 closed-ended questions that dealt 
with perceptions of deputy principals, heads of 
departments and post level-one teachers regarding 
their principal’s execution of critical leadership 
practices. Respondents were required to rate the 
statements according to whether they believe that 
their principals were able to implement leadership 
practices and actions. Section C comprised 18 
closed-ended questions depicting factors that may 
have compromised or hindered the principals’ 
ability to apply and sustain leadership practices and 
actions in their schools. A five-point Likert scale 
asked respondents to rate statements according to 
whether they believe the factors compromised or 
hindered the principals from practicing leadership 
skills. In addition, Section C included one open-
ended question, where respondents had the choice 
of listing other factors that may have compromised 
or hindered their principals’ ability in the 
implementation of their leadership practices. 
A pilot study enhanced the validity of the in-
strument (Creswell, 2008). Pretesting of the ques-
tionnaire with 20 randomly selected respondents 
consisting of deputy principals, heads of depart-
ments and post level-one teachers from the selected 
120 schools where principals had completed the 
ACESLM qualification was undertaken. To ensure 
that every item in the questionnaire was clear and 
unambiguous comments and suggestions made by 
respondents resulted in some items being deleted or 
rephrased. Lastly, appropriate adjustments to the 
research instruments were made on the advice of 
statisticians of the University. 
The quantitative data were analysed using the 
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). The 
items of the questionnaire were subjected to 
statistical analysis and factor analysis procedures 
using the Predictive Analytics SoftWare (PASW) 
Statistics 18 computer software programme 
(Norusis, 2010). The researcher used descriptive 
and inferential numeric analyses to analyse the data 
(Creswell, 2009). All items were rated by 
respondents on a scale of one to five, with one 
being the lowest rank (not important at all), to five 
being the highest (very important), as well as one 
being the lowest rank – “to no extent” - and five 
being “to a very large extent.” 
Permission to conduct research was obtained 
from the Ethics Committee of the University. The 
Gauteng Department of Education approved the 
application to conduct research in schools located 
in various districts under their jurisdiction. Written 
permission was obtained from all the principals and 
School Governing Bodies (SGB) of the 
participating schools. Respondents were aware that 
information provided was confidential and their 
anonymity assured at all times. Their participation 
in the study was voluntary, and permission given to 
withdraw from the study at any time without 
penalty. 
Concerning the collection of the completed 
questionnaires, I identified and engaged field 
workers who visited the various research sites to 
collect the completed questionnaires. Six hundred 
questionnaires were distributed to deputy 
principals, heads of department and post level one 
teachers and 486 (81%) were returned and 
considered usable. 
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Discussion and Findings 
In Section A of the questionnaire, the sample 
representation showed that most of the respondents 
surveyed were post level-one teachers (N = 354), 
which represented 72.8 % of the population 
studied. Heads of Department (N = 101) and 
Deputy Principals (N = 31) represented 20.8% and 
6.4% respectively. The larger percentage of 
respondents (57.6%) were female, and 42.4% were 
male. This sample, in my view, is in keeping with 
the gender representation of the country’s public 
school teaching sector, where female teachers 
dominate the profession. The largest home 
language group was Nguni (N = 267), followed by 
the English/Afrikaans (N = 139) language group. 
The Sesotho language group featured at 16.4 
percent. The biographical details of respondents 
further revealed that most of them had acquired 
postgraduate qualifications (N = 279). A high 
percentage of those surveyed (74.7%) belonged to 
the South African Democratic Teachers Union 
(SADTU) and the rest belonged to smaller teacher 
unions, such as the National Union of Educators 
(NUE), and the Suid-Afrikaanse Onderwys Unie 
(SAOU). In the analysis discussed later, the author 
observed that the affiliation of teachers and SMT 
members to some teacher unions is a factor that 
hindered or compromised the principals’ leadership 
practices. 
 
Analysis and Discussion of Items in Section B of the 
Questionnaire 
Those items associated with the principals’ 
implementation of leadership practices perceived 
by the teachers, heads of department and deputy 
principals selected and henceforth referred to as 
“others.” 
Section B items/questions were formulated in 
a way that required the respondents to indicate the 
extent to which they believed that their principals 
were able to implement the leadership practices, 
tasks, and/or actions. For example, the respondents 
were asked: 
To what extent do the principals: 
Exhibit qualities of an educational leader, who can 
maintain a purposeful interaction among the 
school's stakeholders. 
Three items are selected for discussion (ranked 1 
(item 11), 10 (item 19) and 20 (item 2)) using 
relevant data relating to the category 
‘Implementation of leadership practices’ from the 
perspective of “others” as indicated in Tables 1 and 
2. 
 
Item B11: Ensure that all staff members are 
responsible for creating a positive learning climate 
in the school 
This item had a mean score of 3.98 and had a rank 
order of one. The analysis showed that 73.0% of 
respondents largely agreed that their principals 
ensured that all staff members were responsible for 
creating a positive learning climate in the school. 
The mean score of 3.98 also showed agreement 
largely. 
 
Item B19: Ensure that the school finance committee 
is familiar with the legal framework required to 
formulate the financial policy of the school 
The Item ranked tenth with a mean score of 3.91, 
which revealed that 70.2% of respondents agreed 
largely that their principals ensured the school 
finance committee, is familiar with the legal 
framework required to formulate financial policy. 
The researcher’s assumption is that respondents 
view leadership practices incorporating the legal 
framework in education and school finances as 
integral components in schools. 
 
Item B2: Use different leadership strategies to get 
the best teaching and learning efforts from my staff 
This item ranked the lowest, with a mean score of 
3.72. Analysis showed that 64.7% of respondents 
agreed to a moderate extent that their principals 
used different leadership strategies to get the best 
out of their staff. The largest number of 
respondents (N = 354 – “others”) are level-one 
teachers. The school management teams (SMT, 
heads of department and deputy principals) count 
(N = 132) was significantly smaller. The im-
plication is that the exposure of teachers to their 
principal’s leadership strategies can be considered 
limited, as heads of department and deputy 
principals (and not post level teachers) liaise more 
frequently with their principals. The reason that 
most teachers simply have insufficient knowledge 
of how their principals lead schools to provide 
accurate assessments. 
In the ACESLM (DoE, 2008) curriculum 
taught at the university, the above are emphasised 
in engaging with the modules on Managing 
Teaching and Learning, Leadership and Managing 
Education Law and Policy. Thus, principals who 
had completed the ACESLM course are more 
likely to be effective and successful, for example, 
in ensuring that staff members create a positive 
learning climate in the school. 
 
Analysis and Discussion of Items in Section C of 
the Questionnaire 
Selected items that hindered or compromised 
principals from implementing and sustaining the 
leadership practices 
Items in Section C of the questionnaire were 
formulated in such a way that the respondents were 
required to indicate the extent to which they 
believed that their principal’s leadership practices 
were compromised or hindered and these are 
reflected in Tables 3 and 4. 
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Table 1 Items associated with implementation of principals’ leadership practices presented according to their 
mean scores, standard deviation and in rank order from the perspectives of “others” 





B11 Ensure that all staff members are responsible for creating 
positive learning climate in the school. 
484 3.98 .896 1 
B20 Ensure that my staff executes their duties within the 
parameters of the Employment of Educator Act. 
477 3.97 .876 2 
B17 Develop organisational structures to facilitate the 
management of schools’ funds. 
484 3.96 .910 3 
B12 Ensure that teaching staff familiarises themselves with the 
relevant prescribed curriculum. 
484 3.95 .815 4 
B9 Implement measures to ensure the safety of learners. 483 3.94 .906 5 
B15 Apply knowledge of the various laws, which govern the 
education system. 
482 3.93 .879 6 
B14 Mentor staff to achieve better teaching and learning results. 484 3.93 .913 7 
B13 Ensure that the school timetable provides for an equitable 
workload for all educators. 
484 3.91 .872 8 
B7 Form a network of relationships between schools and the 
district in which my school is situated. 
484 3.91 .869 9 
B19 Ensure that the school finance committee is familiar with the 
legal framework required to formulate the financial school 
policy. 
478 3.91 .891 10 
B10 Adopt an open door policy in managing the school. 482 3.90 .905 11 
B16 Develop procedures to control the school’s resources 
effectively. 
484 3.89 .882 12 
B4 Delegate leadership tasks to educators in an equitable 
manner. 
483 3.88 .882 13 
B18 Involve all stakeholders in managing the financial objectives 
of the school (Finance Committee/School Governing 
Body/Teaching and Administrative Staff). 
468 3.85 .886 14 
B5 Ensure that all stakeholders understand that I am responsible 
for the professional management of the school. 
483 3.83 .880 15 
B3 Advance the school’s goals by using control mechanisms. 482 3.83 .857 16 
B1 Is able to maintain a purposeful interaction among the 
school’s stakeholders. 
481 3.83 .737 17 
B8 Demonstrate that I can resolve conflict among staff. 482 3.79 .939 18 
B6 Obtain feedback from all stakeholders about my leadership of 
the school. 
482 3.76 .905 19 
B2 Use different leadership strategies to get the best teaching 
and learning efforts from my staff. 
484 3.72 .838 20 
 
Table 2 Distribution of responses of “others” in respect of the principals’ implementation of leadership practice 
in their schools 
Item no. 
Frequency of respondents scoring from 1–5 
Total 
% Selecting 
1, 2, 3 
% Selecting 
4, 5 1 2 3 4 5 
B11 5 22 104 202 151 484 27.0 73.0 
B19 3 22 108 215 126 478 28.3 70.2 
B2 7 25 139 238 75 484 35.3 64.7 
 
8 Naidoo 
Table 3 Items that hindered or compromised the principals from implementing their leadership practices from 
the perspectives of “others” 
Item no. Description of items N Mean score SD Rank order 
C22 Staff’s affiliation to teacher unions. 479 3.27 1.174 1 
C31 Presence of an abundance of administrative work 
(paper work). 
476 3.03 1.238 2 
C33 Support from the district office. 479 2.97 1.151 3 
C21 Staff’s resistance to change. 480 2.93 1.147 4 
C32 Inappropriate use of leadership style on part of the 
principal. 
479 2.84 1.215 5 
C23 Staff’s lack of commitment to the school’s mission. 478 2.82 1.170 6 
C35 Challenges in the appointment process of staff. 477 2.80 1.139 7 
C25 Ineffective mentoring programmes in place. 481 2.78 1.166 8 
C26 Inadequate support from the staff members. 479 2.78 1.170 9 
C29 Absence of assertive action on the part of the 
principal. 
477 2.75 1.178 10 
C30 Ineffective communication between the principal and 
the staff members. 
475 2.73 1.172 11 
C36 Inadequate infrastructure in the school. 479 2.72 1.133 12 
C24 Insufficient support from the school management 
team. 
480 2.72 1.148 13 
C37 Absence of a common vision between the SGB and 
the school management team. 
479 2.72 1.140 14 
C27 Unsatisfactory working relationships among staff. 479 2.65 1.138 15 
C28 Insubordination of staff members. 473 2.62 1.153 16 
C38 Ineffective principals’ networking committee in the 
area (cluster of schools). 
477 2.62 1.205 17 
C34 Recruitment of unsuitable staff. 478 2.56 1.108 18 
 
Table 4 Distribution of responses of “others” in respect of possible factors that may have hindered or 
compromised the principals from implementing leadership practices 
Item 
no. 




1, 2, 3 
% 
Selecting 
4, 5 1 2 3 4 5 
C22 55 47 161 146 70 479 54.9 45.1 
C29 82 126 134 101 34 477 71.7 28.3 
C34 106 110 168 77 17 478 80.3 19.7 
 
Item C22: Staff’s affiliation to teacher union 
The analysis revealed that only 45.1% of the 
respondents agreed to a large or very considerable 
extent that their principals’ leadership practices 
were compromised by the staff’s affiliation to 
teacher unions. This item ranked first, with a mean 
score of 3.27. The author is of the view that the 
affiliation itself is not the problem, but rather, the 
activities arranged by the unions during learner 
contact time that posed serious challenges to 
effective teaching and learning to take place in 
schools. The researcher, a former principal, 
supports this claim as union meetings convened 
during learner instructional time require school 
management teams to make alternate arrangements 
for substitute teachers to oversee lessons. This 
practice interrupts the normal functioning of the 
school. 
 
Item C29: Absence of assertive action on the part of 
the principal 
The analysis revealed that 28.3% of the 
respondents (total N = 477) noted the lack of 
assertive action on the part of their principals. This 
item ranked number ten, with an average score of 
2.75, which indicated a moderate agreement with 
the statement. The author’s assumption is that the 
words “assertive action” were not specific enough 
to elicit accurate responses from the respondents. 
The term “assertive action” could include too many 
possible actions, such as not implementing 
departmental mandates, or not holding teachers 
accountable for poor learner results or not dealing 
decisively with staff misconduct. 
 
Item C34: Recruitment of unsuitable staff 
The item’s mean score of 2.56, ranked eighteenth. 
Only 19.7% of the respondents largely agreed that 
recruiting inadequate staff had compromised the 
principals’ leadership practices. Although the 
ACESLM curriculum covers the wide field of 
educational leadership and management and 
provides principals with relevant knowledge and 
skills, the effective application of the knowledge 
and skills is inevitably dependent on the principals 
and the contexts in which they operate. Principals 
who are not assertive are more likely to yield to the 
pressures of unions and governing bodies, 
according to the respondents. 
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Table 5 Responses to the open-ended question 
Item Description of responses. This is a summary of the responses. 
List any other factor/s that 
may have compromised or 
prevented the principal’s 
ability to implement and 
sustain his/her leadership 
practices. 
School infrastructure 
Poor infrastructure in some schools, no staffroom, no school hall, no paving, not enough 
space for both learners and school staff. Overcrowding of classrooms. 
School funding 
Incorrect quintile ranking from the Gauteng Department of Education (GDE), school does 
not receive proper financial assistance from the GDE. Incorrect funding restricts the budget 
of the school, affecting school provisioning. 
Management and leadership style of principals 
The management style of the principal – principal is a “power freak” principal is 
sometimes scared of teachers, who are aggressive towards him. There are many union 
members in our school. Our principal practices favouritism with some staff, he has 
personal relationships with the staff. Our principal is biased towards some staff. His 
instructional leadership needs improvement. He deliberately leaves out some staff 
members in decisions that affect everyone. 
Administrative work 
The principal has too much paperwork from the district office and head office. His 
workload is sometimes more than the teachers’ workload. 
The workload given to the principal is unrealistically high. 
Mentoring of principals 
Our principal is a new appointment; he must still learn how to do his job. Time 
management is not good. He must learn to communicate with all the staff.  
 
Discussion of one open-ended question in Section 
C of the questionnaire 
Section C of the questionnaire consisted of one 
open question, which invited the respondents’ 
views regarding other factor/s that may have 
compromised or prevented the respondents’ 
principals from implementing and sustaining the 
leadership practices and responses are reflected in 
Table 5. 
The responses seem, overall, to be honest, and 
forthright, and the respondents suggest the presence 
of “challenges” that influence the principal’s ability 
to implement leadership practices. These 
challenges range from administrative malpractices 
in schools, unsuitable organisational systems and 
processes, inconsistent teacher workloads, staff 
shortages, insufficient resources, poor 
infrastructure and improper recruitment of school 
leaders. The respondents’ perceptions varied 
significantly, whilst some respondents alluded to 
their principals doing their utmost to improve their 
schools, others were resolute about the fact that 
their principals were “not fit” to lead and manage 
schools. What was clear is that self-interest may 
have played a bigger part than one thinks it did. 
While some respondents were brazen in their 
responses, others may have hidden their true 
feelings where they felt, it would be against their 




Inferential analysis of the data of “others” (deputy 
principals, heads of department [HODs], and 
teachers) 
Section B of the questionnaire consisted of 20 
questions, for the “others” from differing post 
levels regarding the extent to which they believed 
that their principal could implement leadership 
practices. A Principal Factor Analysis (PFA) 
procedure was followed and the Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin (KMO) = 0.961; p = 0.000 indicated that a 
factor analysis was feasible. A varimax rotation 
resulted in two first-order factors explaining 
57.76% of the variance resulted. 
A Monte Carlo parallel analysis also indicated 
that two factors are feasible. A second-order 
procedure with KMO = 0.500 and p = 0.000 led to 
one factor containing 20 items with an Alpha 
Cronbach Reliability coefficient of 0.951, which 
explained 90.8% of the variance present and was 
named “educator perceptions of the implementation 





Figure 1 The histogram of educators’ perceptions of implementation of leadership practices 
 
A mean score of 3.88 indicated that teachers 
tend to agree, for the most part, that the principals 
in their schools can implement the leadership 
practices. The data distribution skewed negatively, 
but since the sample was large enough, parametric 
statistical procedures were used. 
When primary school respondents’ and 
secondary school respondents’ mean scores 
regarding their principals’ implementation of lead-
ership practices were compared, it was found that 
the former respondents had an average score that 
was statistically significantly higher than their 
secondary school counterparts were 
. The high school 
respondents agreed to a statistically significant 
smaller extent that their principals could implement 
leadership practices than do primary school 
respondents. I argue that this difference is possibly 
due to greater disciplinary problems faced in 
secondary schools and the more significant 
differentiation regarding the curriculum. 
Since teachers, HODs, and deputy principals 
answered this questionnaire, the author reasoned 
that the deputy principals knew more about the 
implementation issues than did the other teachers. 
An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) test was 
conducted to see whether the perceptions of the 
various post level groupings differed. The 
appropriate values when comparing three 
independent groups are 
. This indicated 
that when the three post-level groups were 
compared, there was a significant difference 
between the groups. The Dunnett T3 test indicated 
that the factor means of both HODs and teachers 
differ statistically significantly from one another 
( ). 
The linear relationship [F (1.481) = 7.67; 
p = 0.006] between post-level and extent of 
agreement as shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 Line graph - Factor means of the different post-levels with respect to the perceptions of the 
implementation of leadership practices 
 
The author found that deputy principals 
agreed largely that their principals are im-
plementing leadership practices. A cross-tabulation 
of schools and post-levels indicated that there were 
significantly more (24) primary school deputy 
principals in the sample and significantly fewer 
deputy principals (two) in the secondary school 
than expected ( ). I argue 
that the difference is probably due to the 
perceptions of the deputy principals involved in the 
sample. They would understand the difference 
between the importance of the leadership practices, 
as well as between importance and implementation 
of leadership practices. The researcher expected 
this result, as one is comparing the ideal with the 
reality of implementation, where many can 
consider implementation harder than the espoused 
importance. The effect size (r = 0.58) enables one 
to determine the importance of principals im-
plementing leadership practices in public schools. 
Section C consisted of 18 items and 
respondents provided their opinions as to the extent 
to which certain aspects prevented their principals 
from practicing their leadership skills. The 18 
questions elicited a PFA with KMO = 0.955; 
p = 0.000 and indicated that the procedure would 
result in the items forming factors. However, as 
C22 had a communality < 0.3, it was removed from 
the analysis. Item C22 asked whether staff 
affiliation to teacher unions compromised the 
principal’s ability to implement leadership 
practices, and it seemed peculiar, in the light of the 
problems experienced with teacher unions, 
specifically with The South African Democratic 
Teacher’s Union (SADTU), that the items showed 
so little communality with the other items. It is 
possible that the affiliation, as such, does not 
compromise leadership practices and that the 
wording of the item on the questionnaire should 
have been different, for example, “interruptions in 
teaching and learning due to union meetings held 
during learner instructional time.” 
The remaining 17 items had a KMO = 0.955 
and Bartlett’s sphericity of p = 0.000 indicating 
that factor analysis was plausible. The second-order 
procedure resulted in only one factor, named 
“Aspects that compromise the principal from 
practicing leadership skills.” It contained 17 items, 
had a Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficient of 
0.952, and explained 88.51% of the variance 
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present. The mean score of 2.2 indicated that the 
respondents believed that the aspects listed only 
compromised their principals’ ability to implement 
leadership practices in their schools to a small 
extent. 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
Literature, both national and international, shows 
that principals, when appointed into leadership 
positions experience great difficulty in adapting to 
the demands and expectations of the role they are 
required to execute (Du Plessis, 2017; Huber, 2004; 
Mathibe, 2007; Mestry, 2017; Tingle et al., 2019). 
What is clear is that principals need specialised 
leadership preparation, with continuous pro-
fessional development. Studies conducted by 
Heystek (2007), Mestry and Singh (2007) and 
Msila (2010) found that ACESLM as a leadership 
development programme for school leadership in 
the South African context has merit. Other studies 
by Bush, Duku, Glover, Kiggundu, Kola, Msila and 
Moorosi (2009) and Bush et al. (2012) revealed 
that the ACESLM qualification as a leadership 
development programme was highly favourable for 
all members of the school management teams, as 
well as for post level-one teachers. 
This study places principals who have 
completed the ACESLM course on a favourable 
career trajectory in leadership and management 
development and practice. Through the acquisition 
of the ACESLM course, they acquired largescale 
knowledge, attributes and skills in leadership and 
management areas. The perceptions of the deputy 
principals, HODs and post level one teachers were 
mainly positive, principals’ leadership practices 
were enhanced significantly. 
A pertinent question arises as to whether it is 
incumbent for all practicing school leaders to 
complete a qualification such as the ACESLM, or 
one that is similar in structure, design, and 
delivery? This study recognises the value of 
ACESLM as a leadership development programme 
for school leaders. Moreover, in the absence of a 
prerequisite qualification for entry level for 
principalship in South Africa, continuous 
leadership development for school leaders becomes 
crucial. Twenty-first century principals are required 
to develop and maintain healthy relationships with 
all stakeholders, ensuring that effective teaching 
and learning being the “core business” of schools 
take place. Principals also manage resources 
efficiently, and additionally, are required to make 
sure that legislation and education policies are 
implemented fastidiously. 
“Leadership capacity” is broad-based 
(Lambert, 2002), requiring the skilful participation 
of the relevant stakeholders, and where there is 
high leadership capacity, learning and instructional 
leadership become infused into sound professional 
leadership practices. This study underscores the 
value of school leaders completing the ACESLM 
course, and this may be an appropriate relevant 
point of departure for all aspiring and practicing 
principals. But the course alone will not be 
sufficient, as principals daily encounter a myriad of 
challenges that require innovative strategies to lead 
and manage transforming schools. It is only 
through continuing professional leadership 
development and practical experience, together 
with the application of appropriate skills, informed 
knowledge, values, and attitudes that successful 
schools will emerge. 
The author therefore strongly recommends 
that the Department of Basic Education seriously 
consider introducing a prerequisite qualification, 
comprising of a similar structure to the ACESLM 
for all aspiring principals for appointment to a 
principalship position. Additionally, this quali-
fication ought to be taken by all school 
management teams within the first two years of 
their appointment into management positions. 
Lastly, the qualification should be made accessible 
to all practicing SMT members as part of their 
mandatory continuing professional development. 
 
Notes 
i. Published under a Creative Commons Attribution 
Licence. 
ii. DATES: Received: 25 May 2017; Revised: 3 July 2018; 
Accepted: 4 February 2019; Published: 31 May 2019. 
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